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Chapter 1: Introduction
Environmental Justice and the Significance of Race and Class
    in Determining Areas of Environmental Pollution
By: Kaylee Beckman 
March, 2012
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Overall Goal: The scope of this paper will investigate the statistical significance of race and class 
to determine areas that bear disproportional environmental burdens.
Subgoals:
1. Investigate the history of Environmental Justice to deduce the cause, reasons, and issues 
that prompted the convergence of both the Environmental and the Social Justice 
Movement. 
2. Define Environmental Injustice and investigate the variety of components that act 
towards inequality. 
3. Identify contemporary issues involving Environmental Justice, and the role of race and 
class in determining areas the bear disproportional environmental burdens. 
4. Demonstrate through case studies, the diversity of Environmental Injustice in the United 
States and Worldwide. 
Importance of the Project: 
This senior project investigates the disproportional disbursement of environmental burdens 
among minorities and low-income communities due to their economic status. Examining the 
significance of socioeconomic factors that promote environmental injustice and the blatant 
disregard of human rights by corporations and governmental agencies. 
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 In the last twenty years, Environmental Injustice has become a new area of interest in 
need of further investigation by today’s youth. It is important to note that environmental injustice 
did not begin twenty years ago, but the movement for change did. Environmental Injustice is 
defined as, “ balancing these benefits requires local governments and private/public land 
planning groups to consider more than aesthetic and fiduciary outcomes--their projections need 
to include how and to whom the benefits will be distributed. Promulgating policies that: create 
monetary incentives for prospective developers; assist property purchases and upgrades by 
existing community members; pursue employers whose needs match the skills of the local labor 
force and who will formally commit to hiring residents” (EPA, 2007). The aim of this paper is to 
investigate the history, areas of injustice, and its’ presence in the workplace. 
History 
 The conflict between environmentalists and government began in the late 1950s, when 
the U.S. Forest Service and the Sierra Club clashed over logging policy. However, the true 
environmental movement emerged during the Civil Rights Movement. Both environmental and 
economic justice were a mission of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. As demonstrated at his strike on 
the treatment of black garbage workers at Memphis in 1968 (Bullard, 2008; pg.14). His visit 
illustrated the correspondence between equal opportunity and equality of condition in order to 
achieve justice. The fight for environmental justice still presses on today. With environmental 
law on the rise, many communities are collaborating to protest injustices done unto them and 
fight for fairness. Furthermore, it is important to note that environmental concern originated in 
minority community resistance groups. Therefore, it is no surprise “that 80% of minority 
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community resistance groups began as environmental organizations(Shrader-Frechette, 2002; pg.
6).  Grassroots environmental movement “recognized the poor and minorities have been 
especially damaged by societal threats such as environmental pollution, runaway development, 
and resource depletion...they saw minority communities forced to trade unemployment for 
environmental pollution, to exchange a shrinking local tax base for toxic dumps”(Shrader-
Frechette, 2002; pg.6). 
Areas of Injustice
 Environmental Injustice manifests itself in both racial and class divisions, causing the 
poor and minorities to be the victims of societal threats like pollution due to their income. 
Income is a determinate of the demand for environmental protections, the positive effect of 
income can be related to larger benefits for wealthier communities. On the other hand, this 
finding could be interpreted as evidence that there is environmental injustice based on 
class...Gray and Shadbegain interpret their finding that poverty rates are positively correlated 
with air and water pollution and negatively with enforcement actions”(Bordoni, 2006; pg. 1). 
Furthermore, penalties are “higher in communities with more per capita income and where a 
larger percentage of resident live in urban areas. A robust result is that penalties are lower in 
communities with a greater percentage of population who are at risk in polluted 
environments”(Bordoni, 2006; pg.1).  Furthermore, studies have found that Superfund areas are 
determined less by environmental hazard and more by the economic status of the area. There is 
economic incentive for legislators to “exert influence over Superfund regulation. Because funds 
spent through the Superfund program have beneficial employment effects, legislators prefer 
having funds coming into their home states and districts as it increases their changes of 
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reelection. Dalton, Riggs, and Yandle suggest that local interests desire Superfund allocations 
because no direct costs are imposed on citizens and communities, even if Superfund is not 
effective in cleanup”(Stratmann, 2000; pg. 246). Additionally, inner-city housing conditions 
demonstrate environmental injustice due to lack of regulation. For example, “lead poisoning 
continues to be the number-one environmental health threat to children in the United States, especially 
poor children, children of color, and children living in older housing in inner cities”(Bullard, 2008; pg.
20). 
Environmental Injustice in the Workplace
 The EPA has concluded that the greatest health risk is found in the workplace due to 
exposure to environmental hazards. It is estimated that as many as, “50,000 to 70,000 workers in 
the United States die from occupational diseases annually, and new cases of work-related illness 
are believed to be between 125,000 and 350,000 each year...as in other instances, however, this 
risk is not evenly distributed”(White, 1998; pg. 64). Additionally, in terms of race, “ researches 
have learned that African Americans have a 37% grater chance of suffering an occupationally induced 
injury or illness, and a 20% greater chance of dying from an occupational disease of injury, than do 
white workers. Black workers are almost twice as likely to be partially disabled because of job related 
injuries or illnesses”(White, 1998; pg. 64).  A US Public Health Department study of chromate workers 
found that “the expected cancer mortality rate for African Americans was an alarming 80%; it was 
14.29% for whites”(White, 1998; pg. 65). In conclusion, there is a significant amount of data 
demonstrating the presence of environmental injustice in the workplace. 
 The presence of environmental injustice will be better articulated with further 
investigation and analysis. Nevertheless, environmental injustice is prevalent today and could 
reside in a near by community or in your favorite vacation destination. 
6
Works Cited
1. Bordoni, Christopher J., and Julio Videras. "Ethnic heterogeneity and the enforcement of 
environmental regulation." Review of Social Economy 64.4 (2006): 539+. Expanded Academic 
ASAP. Web. 3 Feb. 2012.
2. Bullard, Robert D., et al. "Toxic Wastes and Race at Twenty: why race still matters after all of 
these years." Environmental Law Spring 2008: 371+. Expanded Academic ASAP. Web. 3 Feb. 
2012.
3. Shrader-Frechette, K. S. Environmental Justice: Creating Equality, Reclaiming Democracy. 
Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002. Print.
4. Stratmann, Thomas. "The Politics of Superfund." Political Environmentalism: Going behind 
the Green Curtain. By Terry Lee Anderson. Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution, 2000. 239-62. 
Print.
5. White, Harvey L. "Race, Class, and Environmental Hazards." Environmental Injustices, 
Political Struggles: Race, Class, and the Environment. By Camacho David E. Cuesta. 
Durham: Duke UP, 1998. 61-81. Print.
7
Chapter 3: Environmental Justice Research Paper
Environmental Justice and the Significance of Race and Class
    in Determining Areas of Environmental Pollution
By: Kaylee Beckman 
March, 2012
8
 An Introduction to Environmental Injustice 
 Environmental Injustice is occurring worldwide as groups of people are forced to bear 
disproportional environmental burdens and are exploited due to their inability to protest. On June 
14, 1993, President Bill Clinton aptly noted, “when we talk about environmental justice, we 
mean calling a halt to the poisoning of our poorest communities, from our rural areas to out inner 
cities. We don’t have a person to waste and pollution clearly wastes human lives and natural 
resources. When our children’s lives are no longer damaged by lead poisoning, we will stop 
wasting the energy and intelligence that could build a stronger and more prosperous America.”  
Furthermore, it is the nation’s responsibility to ensure human equality and justice beginning with 
a safe environment. This is further illustrated in Environmental Justice: Creating Equality, 
Reclaiming Democracy when stating that environmental injustice “occurs whenever some 
individual or group bear disproportionate environmental risks, like those of hazardous waste 
dumps, or has unequal access to environmental goods, like clean air, or has less opportunity to 
participate in environmental decision making”(Shrader-Frechette, 2002; pg.3). Furthermore, it 
demands that everyone--not just the people who can "vote with their feet" and move away from 
threats or individuals who can afford lawyers, experts, and lobbyists to fight on their behalf--is 
entitled to equal protection and equal enforcement of our environmental, health, housing, land 
use, transportation, energy, and civil rights laws and regulations (Bullard, 2008; pg. 15). 
Nonetheless, this requires participative justice that would provide a medium for citizens to voice 
their concerns and objections to projects. Due to the interrelationship between political power 
and economic status, participative justice would minimize financial power and be a step towards 
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mitigating inequality. The scope of this paper will investigate the statistical significance of race 
and class to determine areas that bear disproportionate environmental burdens. Needless to say, 
all communities are not created equal; despite the luxuries that accompany the middle-upper 
class lifestyle, there should be an even distribution of environmental burdens. 
The History 
 Environmentalism originated during Teddy Roosevelt's presidency; however, it consisted 
of “bird-watching or expensive ecotourism, not addressing areas of greatest pollution where poor 
people live”(Shrader-Frechette, 2002; pg.4-5). The conflict between environmentalists and 
government began in the late 1950s, when the U.S. Forest Service and the Sierra Club clashed 
over logging policy. However, the true environmental movement emerged during the Civil 
Rights Movement. Both environmental and economic justice were a mission of Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. As demonstrated at his strike on the treatment of black garbage workers at 
Memphis in 1968 (Bullard, 2008; pg.14). His visit illustrated the correspondence between equal 
opportunity and equality of condition in order to achieve justice. Eventually, both movements 
converged in the case of  “Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality in 1990,” 
resulting in the genesis of the environmental justice movement. Subsequently, in 1992, the 
environmental “Michigan Coalition” pressured the EPA to begin addressing environmental 
justice issues of people of color and low-income communities around the country. This resulted 
in the publication of an EPA report called “Environmental Equity: Reducing Risks for all 
Communities” that recognized the environmental disparities by race and class. With further 
investigation and coercion, the EPA created the Office of Environmental Justice that would 
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integrate justice into its policies, programs, and activities. Eventually, growing concern prompted 
President Clinton to issue an Executive Order 12,898 on February 11, 1994, stating: Federal 
Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations. 
Its goal was to reinforce the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VI, in order to prohibit discriminating 
practices in federally funded programs. Regretfully, Clinton’s executive order was never fully 
implemented. Nevertheless, the fight for environmental justice still presses on today. With 
environmental law on the rise, many communities are collaborating to protest injustices done 
unto them and fight for fairness. Furthermore, it is important to note that environmental concern 
originated in minority community resistance groups. Therefore, it is no surprise “that 80% of 
minority community resistance groups began as environmental organizations(Shrader-Frechette, 
2002; pg. 6).  
Contemporary Issues 
 Environmental Injustice manifests itself in both racial and class divisions, causing the 
poor and minorities to be the victims of societal threats like pollution, unsafe housing, and 
compelled to trade employment for environmental pollution. The probability of 
socioeconomically depressed groups to live near polluting facilities while having high risk 
employment are greater than that of affluent white groups. At first glance this appears logical, of 
course the wealthy live in more desirable environments than that of the poor. However, injustice 
culminates in lower income communities living with greater pollution and environmental 
hazards. According to the article, “Polluting the Poor” studies show Toxic Landfill sites and 
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factories reside in predominantly black and hispanic communities, which is further illustrated in 
Figure 1 below(Bullock, 2001; pg. 4).
Figure 1: Pollution and factory location effecting the economically deprived
 
 Lead poisoning continues to be the number-one environmental health threat to children in 
the United States, especially poor children, children of color, and children living in older housing 
in inner cities(Bullard, 2008; pg. 20). Thus, research states that "black children are five times 
more likely than white children to have lead poisoning"(Bullard, 2008; pg. 21). This provides 
further evidence of race being a significant factor in determining environmental pollution. 
Furthermore, across the nation “African American children living below the poverty line are 
exposed to lead levels dangerous enough to cause severe learning disabilities and other 
neurological disorders at nearly nine times the national rate for more economically advantaged 
children.” Therefore, when integrating both race and class, Herbert Needleman reports that as 
many as “55% of low-income, African American children have blood-lead levels associated with 
adverse effects on the nervous system. It has been estimated under the most recent standards that 
96% of African American children who live in inner cities have unsafe amounts of lead in their 
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blood”(White, 1998; pg 67). These unsafe and adverse health conditions are a matter of unfair 
housing. Putting aside class and race, all people deserve the right to fair and safe housing and it 
should be the responsibility of local and state government to solve these issues and accurately 
represent the people they have been elected to govern. Nevertheless, race is demonstrated as an 
issue when about 22% of African American children and 13% of Mexican American children 
living in pre-1946 housing suffer from lead poisoning, compared with 6% of white children 
living in comparable types of housing (Bullard, 2008; pg. 23). Furthermore, environmental 
injustice is evident beyond housing, and manifests in areas of play. For example, New York 
City’s West Harlem park was built above a massive sewage treatment plant where asbestos 
concentrated in the soils(White, 1998; pg 66). Regardless of race or class, children should not be 
victims or bear environmental burden of pollution that subjects their health to adverse toxins. 
 Moreover, in September 2005 the Associated Press (AP) released results from its analysis 
of an EPA research project showing African Americans are "79 percent more likely than whites 
to live in neighborhoods where industrial pollution is suspected of posing the greatest health 
danger,"(Bullard, 2008; pg 33). If the percentage of people of color are higher in neighborhoods 
that host environmental injustice than in non-host, one can deduce that racial disparity exists. 
The map of California on the next page(Figure 2). is further indication of the disproportionate 
amount of polluting facilities in or near communities of color.
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Figure 2: The location of Facilities and the % of People of Color (California, 2010). 
 On the state level, California has the greatest number of treatment storage and disposal 
facilities (TSDF), which contain a plethora of waste sources, (45) “followed by Texas (33); 
Pennsylvania (23); Ohio (21); Michigan (19); New York (18); Illinois (16), Indiana (16); 
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Missouri (15); and New Jersey (14). These ten states host 220 TSDFs in total. This constitutes a 
majority (53%) of the nation's commercial TSDFs (123). Of the forty-four states with 
commercial TSDFs, forty of them have disproportionately high percentages of people of color in 
host neighborhoods--on average about two times greater than the average percentage of non-host 
areas for those states”(Bullard, 2008; pg.124). When taking a closer look at California, Los 
Angeles county has a disproportionate amount of Toxic Release Inventory, according to the U.S. 
Census, in communities with higher percentages of people of color.  This is further noted in 
Figure 3 below, a graph of Los Angeles County below. 
Figure 3: People of Color and Toxic Release Facilities in Los Angeles County (California, 2010)
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 Additionally, national findings discovered that “Over nine million people are estimated to 
live within three kilometers (1.8 miles) of the nation's 413 commercial hazardous waste facilities 
(Bullard, 2008; pg. 111). In 2000, 149 of the nation's 331 metropolitan areas (45%) contained 
343 of the nation's 413 commercial hazardous waste facilities (87%)(Bullard, 2008; pg. 129). 
Ergo, areas in close proximity to commercial hazardous waste facilities are subjected to a great 
amount of pollution. This raises the issue and concern for polluting facilities to operate under 
stricter regulations, especially when inhabiting communities. This is not to say that facilities far 
from communities should have more relaxed regulations. Instead, it reaffirms the demand for 
corporations to account for human rights and lives when polluting in populated areas. 
 On the other hand, it is business savvy for corporations to follow the path of least 
resistance, and locate their facilities in areas with little local government and lower education. 
Paso Robles aggregate company is a great example of this. The company transports  aggregates 
through Paso Robles on the 101. However, community members in Paso Robles insisted on the 
company rerouting their transportation.  The new route went through a nearby poor community 
with a weak government called San Miguel. The corporation knew there would be little 
awareness of the project or community protest. Official decisions about zoning, building permits, 
and licenses can occur without public knowledge and consequently little protest(Jencks, 2012). 
Ethnic heterogeneity could account for the disconformity among community members. Many 
researchers believe that ethnic heterogeneity plays a significant role in the enforcement of 
environmental regulations and local government action. It states that ethnic heterogeneity, 
“reduces the incentives for collective action and the likelihood that a community can foment 
solidarity and protest against environmental violations”(Bordoni, 2006; pg.1).  As a result, 
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certain communities are more vulnerable than others to having adverse projects taking up 
residency. Likewise, penalties vary depending on the socioeconomic status of the community. 
Hird and Gupta’s research concluded that “penalties are higher in urban areas and in 
communities with more per capita income and with a lower percentage of children and elderly 
living in a community”(Bordoni, 2006; pg.1). In conclusion, in 1992 The National Law Journal staff 
writers uncovered glaring inequities in the way the federal EPA enforces its laws. The authors write: 
“There is a racial divide in the way the U.S. government cleans up toxic waste sites and punishes 
polluters. White communities see faster action, better results and larger penalties than 
communities where blacks, Hispanics and other minorities live. This unequal protection often 
occurs whether the community is wealthy or poor” (Bullard, 2008; pg. 27).
 Historical evolution of socioeconomic segregation has resulted in lower-class groups 
having a high percentage of minorities (Walker, 2012). As stated earlier, political power is 
directly related to economic status; therefore, regulators seek to maximize their political power 
by imposing larger penalties in ethnically homogenous communities rather than in heterogeneous 
resulting in a reduction of environmental law enforcement (Bordoni, 2006; pg. 2). Interestingly, 
when investigating the dispersement of federal funds “states with more senior legislators on the 
House Committee on Energy and Commerce and the Senate Appropriations Committee receive 
more funds than states with no members on the committee”(Stratmann, 2000; pg. 253). Powerful 
legislators increase their probability of reelection by exerting influence over Superfund 
regulators, due to allocations having no direct cost to communities (Stratmann, 2000; pg. 246).  
In any event, powerful legislators will not reside in low income communities because of the 
economic and political power relationship causing  it to not be a beneficial career move. That 
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being the case, “Superfund cleanup priorities are more influenced by private interests than by the 
harm posed by the sites...documented that in areas with a larger percentage of minorities, cleanup  
progress is slower than in other communities”(Stratmann, 2000; pg. 253). The priority and speed 
of specific projects are not a reflection of environmental importance, but economic. Additionally, 
it is safe to assume wealthier communities will incessantly demand reclamation to ensure 
progress; however, less fortunate communities lack the financial power to guarantee 
improvement. Therefore, there is a need for legislative reform that will oblige elected officials to 
fairly accommodate all of those they represent. 
 Fortunately, there have been progressive changes at the state level in California. After the 
National Environmental Policy Act was implemented in 1970, California took it a step further 
and created CEQA (California Environmental Quality Act). The goal of CEQA was to implement 
stricter regulations to ensure environmental quality. CEQA requires all projects to complete an 
Environmental Impact Report (EIR), which is a rigorous process that assesses possible 
environmental impacts on the community. As opposed to NEPA’s more substantive 
environmental standards, CEQA is more reductionistic by investigating all environmental 
impacts and requiring public disclosure of information in order to invite public participation. 
Owing to the implementation of transparency statutes, it is required that involved corporations 
and government agencies hold public meetings for updates on projects progress. This provides a 
medium for community members to share concerns and questions, resulting in communities with 
greater power and influence over projects. More often than not, corporations and government are 
the sources of injustice that allow the construction of facilities among the least informed or able 
to stop them (Herson, 2008; ch.2). Be that as it may, a way to avoid exploitation is to reinstate 
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power to communities and away from public officials.  Ergo, environmental injustice can be 
reduced with a nationwide implementation of more fastidious environmental standards and 
required public participation .
 Case Studies of Environmental Injustice
 This section will explore the diversity and extent of environmental injustice off shore and 
closer to home. Off shoring our environmental pollution can be seen in the example of a 
Norwegain company hired by the city of Philadelphia. In 1988, the city of Philadelphia hired a 
Norwegian company called Bulkhandlung to transport 15,000 tons of toxic incinerator ash to the 
African nation Guinea. Shortly after the arrival of toxic incinerator ash the neighboring plant and 
animal life began to die, causing the African government to order Bulkhandlung to remove the 
ash and return it to Philadelphia. The Africans appealed to the 1989 Basel Convention on the 
Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal, ratified by more 
than one hundred nations, including the United States. This required the companies who wanted 
to ship hazardous waste to notify the receiving country and receive written permission. 
Nevertheless, “corruption and lack of information often keep the citizens of waste-receiving 
countries from knowing what their leaders have accepted in exchange for payment”(Sharader-
Frechette, 2002; pg 10-11). Therefore, putting aside the paperwork that validates these actions 
such, it is vital for officials to consider the citizens that will be threatened by waste sites.
  A more convoluted form of environmental injustice are U.S. Exports of unregistered 
pesticides that are not approved in the U.S, yet manufactured in the U.S.. After the United States 
banned many chlorinated hydrocarbons, the U.S. and multinational chemical companies merely 
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began shipping them abroad. These chlorinated hydrocarbons were banned because of their 
deleterious health effects. Yet, “about one-third of the pesticides manufactured in the United 
States are not allowed to be used in the U.S. and are exported, mostly to developing nations. 
According to the World Health Organization, the chemicals contributed to approximately 40,000 
pesticide-related deaths annually in the developing world.” Gammalin 20, a relative of DDT, was 
sold to Ghana where citizens experienced adverse health effects and witnessed the destruction of 
the aquatic ecosystem that they depended on (Shrader-Frechette, 2002; pg.10). Regretfully, 
actions such as these are legislatively justified by the EPA under FIRFA, section 17(a), which 
demands the exporters of unregistered pesticides to obtain a signature by foreign purchaser to 
indicate that they are aware that the product was prohibited in the United States (EPA,2012). Yet, 
harmful pesticides are mainly purchased by developing countries where citizens are unaware and 
unable to protest the purchase or application. Government corruption and the ignorance of 
citizens is the epitome of environmental injustice. Additionally, the level of harm is exacerbated 
by the lack of pesticide management in these developing countries. The United Nations Food and 
Agricultural Organization published results regarding this issue revealing that, “87% of 
developing countries have modest, little or no resources available for pesticide management. In 
78% of developing countries, inadequate educational training materials are distributed to 
pesticide users”(Transboundary, 2002). The environment is not constricted by spacial 
boundaries, it is global.  Therefore, it is ludicrous to believe that outsourcing harmful chemicals 
ensures better environmental safety. Nevertheless, Figure 4 illustrates the pounds of hazardous 
pesticides the U.S exported between 1992-2000, further demonstrating the ubiquitous amounts of 
restricted and banned pesticides outsourced. The figure below was made by Foundation for 
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Advancements in Science and Education. 
Figure 4: Reported Hazardous Pesticide Exports from the U.S., 1992-2000 (FASE, 2002). 
 Indigenous groups in the United States have been also been a victim of environmental 
injustice. In Church Rock, New Mexico the Navajo experienced extreme pollution from uranium 
mining. Church Rock has had the longest continuous uranium mining in Navajo Nation, from 
1954 to 1986. Navajo tribal governments “leased mining rights to companies such as Kerr-
McGee, but they did not obtain either the consent of Navajo families or any information as to the 
consequences of company activities”(Shrader-Frechette, 2008; page 9). This region receives 7 
inches of rain a year, and mining companies withdrew as much as 5,000 gallons of water per 
minute from the Morrison aquifer. This allowed uranium to contaminate the groundwater, which 
was later released into the Rio Puerco, the main water source for the Navajo. The companies 
argued that the Federal Water Pollution Control Act did not apply to them due to their activities 
21
taking place on Native-American land which is not subject to any environmental protections. 
Finally, in 1980  “the courts forced the companies to comply with US clean water 
regulations”(Shrader-Frechette, 2008;pg 9). 
 More towards the South, environmental injustice is evident in the existence of the ‘cancer 
alley’ region of Louisiana. This is an 85 mile stretch of the Mississippi River between Baton 
Rouge and New Orleans that produces one-quarter of the nations petrochemicals. Here, more 
than 125 companies produce fertilizers, paints, plastics, and gasoline, resulting in more than a 
billion pounds of toxic chemicals emitted or otherwise released in the alley each year. An 
advisory committee to the US Civil Rights Commission concluded “that African-American 
communities have been disproportionately impacted by Cancer Alley for at least two reasons... 
the system of state and local permitting for Louisiana hazardous facilities is unfair. The other 
reason is that citizens living in Cancer Alley have low socioeconomic status and limited political 
influence”(Shrader-Frechette, 2008: pg. 8-9). A project addressing Cancer Alley by University of 
North Carolina student Menaka Mohan, studied the “proportion of low-income black 
householders compared to low income white householders within a one mile radius of chemical 
facilities” by investigating the spatial relationship between the facilities, race, income, and 
health. Using data sources from the U.S. Census Bureau 2000 and Environmental Protection 
Agency-Toxic Release Inventory 2009, results concluded that “out of 388 facilities, 128 were 
located in the corridor 37.9%; 59.5% of population living within the buffer is at least 50% black; 
51.1% of households living within the buffer earn less than $16,700, the federal poverty level in 
1999”(Mohan, 2011). The map below is the image Menaka Mohan created that led to these 
results: (Figure 4)
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Figure 4: Proportion of Black Households Earning $15,000 to $19,999 (1999) with a Once Mile Buffer of 
Chemical Facilities in Cancer Alley (Mohan, 2011). 
 Additionally, in1982 North Carolina decided to build a polychlorinated biphenyl disposal 
site in Shocco Township in Warren County. The township is 75% African American, and the 
average per capita income of the county is 97th (of the 100 counties) in North Carolina. 
Moreover, the EPA allowed “state officials to place the waste only 7 feet above the water table 
instead of the normal 50 feet required for PCBs” (Shrader-Frechette, 2008; pg 8).  Thus, there is 
a common theme of environmental injustice being located in low-income communities of color. 
The confounding problem is that to an extent everyone will be effected by these discrepancies. 
There is a common misconception about pollution being stagnant. True, those in close proximity 
will be immediately effected; however, eventually pollution will touch everyone. Pollution seeps 
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into our soil, acquired into the groundwater, contaminates the air, the food,  and migrated within 
the Earth’s complex circulatory system.
 Agricultural Worker Case Study 
 In order to personalize environmental injustice, this section will focus on United States 
Agricultural workers and their subjection to unsafe work conditions that threaten their health. 
The substandard working conditions of farm laborers, vulnerability to pesticides and other 
chemicals, and wages shine a light on their unfair treatment. Many question whether it is 
injustice if they voluntarily applied for the job. In order to avoid the complicated details of 
immigration, a simple answer is that these workers receive little education on the pesticides they 
will be working with. It is estimated that, “313,000 farmworkers in the United States may suffer 
from pesticide-related illnesses each year… agriculture has become the third most dangerous 
occupation in the United States” (White, 1998; pg. 65). As mentioned earlier, the United States 
“banned many chlorinated hydrocarbons pesticides such as DDT, aldrin, dieldrin, and chlordane, 
in part because they were so long-lived and remained on fruits and vegetables when consumed 
by the public”(Shrader-Frechette, 2008; pg 9). These were replaced with shorter lived more toxic 
pesticides called “organophosphates” that would more easily wash off the produce. However, the 
intensity of these short lived pesticides posed greater threats to farm workers. In a study called 
“Safety among Farmworkers: Perceived Risk and Perceived Control as Factors Reflecting 
Environmental Justice,” evidence revealed that the level of safety used by workers was directly 
related to their education about the harmful affects of pesticides. Additionally, many workers 
believed that “susceptibility to the effects of chemicals is highly individualized; some persons are 
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sensitive and experience ill effects, and others are inherently more resistant” (Acury, 2002; pg. 
236). Nevertheless, most farmworkers are concerned with their working conditions and the 
immediate or acute effects to exposure, but few are aware of potential long-term consequences. 
This is a result of minimal pesticide education, some“farmworkers believe that pesticides are not 
dangerous to humans, and that farmers would not use chemical if they could harm 
humans” (Acury, 2002; pg. 237). Ergo, education may provoke farmworkers to become 
concerned about their working environment and agitate farm owners. For that reason, farm 
owners should be required to educate their workers on the pesticides they are exposed to and 
their possible threats. According to the National Safety Council, the death rate in Agriculture is 
66 per 10,000” (White, 1998; pg 65), which raises the question of where our food is coming from 
and who it affects. Be it that a key component of environmental justice is the communities ability 
to have control over their environment, these farm workers have no control over their working 
conditions and remain unaware of the harmful nature of pesticides. Even so, with limited power 
to influence the workplace, farmworkers are exposed to unsafe working conditions and 
deleterious agricultural chemicals. They rarely receive safety training that is required and often 
“work in the face of unsafe working conditions because they fear the loss of work and the 
income to provide for their families” (Acury, 2002; pg. 238). Likewise, “many farmworkers do 
not have documentation; they will not report unsafe work or employers who do not follow 
regulations for fear of retaliation. Even farmworkers with documents often do not want to deal 
with government representatives because of fear of harassment in an anti-immigrant 
environment” (Acury, 2002; pg. 239).  That being the case, instead of implementing tighter 
regulations on pesticide and chemical use in general, corporations exploit immigrants and lower 
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class citizens. The reason being that lower-income groups have fewer resources to fight 
corporate or governmental decisions, and therefore, become the victims of environmental 
injustice. It is true that risky jobs are mainly held by low-income individuals, but it is important 
to note that these are the only jobs available. Whether they are aware of their conditions or not, 
lower income individuals are having to trade a safe environment for money. 
 The diversity of environmental injustice inflicted upon farm labors manifests in realms 
such as, unsafe working conditions, unfair wages, and housing is another area of great concern 
when measuring the level of environmental injustice. The Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration have enforced standards for temporary labor camps, yet, many farmworkers live 
in substandard and unsanitary housing. The camps are overcrowded, not structurally sound, have 
faulty or no electrical service, faulty or no plumbing, no food storage or preparation areas, and 
contains biological and chemical toxicants. All of which contributes to poor health for 
farmworkers housing conditions, but these are “insufficient to adequately address the problem of 
farmworkers’ routine exposure to substandard housing conditions. Evidence suggests these 
disparities in housing conditions may be leading to health disparities for this minority, low-
income population” (Acury, 202; pg. 238). The chemical toxicants are a result of farmworkers 
bringing pesticides and other chemical residues into their homes daily and make their families 
susceptible to the detrimental health affects. Likewise, there have been many instances where an 
epidemic of pesticide related illnesses infected workers.  The second largest incident occurred in 
2004, “when 121 peach harvesters became ill after exposure to drift from an application of 
methamidophos and mancozeb to a nearby potato field.” Additionally,  “in two separate 2002 
incidents, irritant vapors drifted from soil treatments with metam-sodium and caused low 
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severity illness in 123 vineyard workers and in 72 workers at a carrot processing 
facility”(Calvert, 2008; pg. 888). These are incidents that need to be reported, investigated, and 
mitigated to prevent it from occurring again. It is unacceptable for United States’ workers to be 
victimized for corporate advantage. Capitalism should not triumph over human suffering 
drowning the wake of their progress.
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 There is an overwhelming amount of information depicting the severity of environmental 
injustice in the United States. Sadly, this information goes unnoticed by the media and popular 
culture due to it’s primary impact on those without a voice. The oppressive nature of 
environmental injustice lies in the foundation that low-income communities have no alternative. 
They can not participate in the “vote with you feet,” and leave their communities for a better 
environment because they do not have the financial freedom. Owing to their level of education 
and low-incomes, they are vulnerable to injustice who often fall through the regulatory cracks. 
They have become “invisible communities,” where the disproportional disbursement of 
environmental burdens are obviously prevalent, yet ignored by society.  Bertolt Brecht once 
said,“ when evil-doing comes like falling rain, nobody calls out, ‘stop!’ When crimes begin to 
pile up they become invisible. When sufferings become unendurable the cries are no longer 
heard. The cries, too, fall like rain in the summer.” This a country of immigrants built on the 
back of slavery, claimed “multi-cultural” while minorities remain legislatively subordinate, equal 
opportunity proves to be a fallacy, all of which led to the fight for civil rights. Thus, it is no 
surprise that the legacy of exploitation has manifested in environmental injustice . As the legal 
system operates on the foundation of Cost Benefit Analysis, there is no way to financially 
quantify human suffering. Our nation needs to operate according to the original intentions of our 
Founding Fathers.  As stated in our Declarations of Independence: 
“ We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these 
are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, 
Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from consent 
of the governed,- That whenever any form of Government becomes destructive 
of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute 
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new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its 
power in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and 
Happiness… But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing 
invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute 
Despotism, it is their right, their duty, to throw off such Government, and 
provide new Guards for their future security.” 
 
Historically, low-income communities and minorities have been forced to bear the environmental 
burden of society. Ergo, children breathe polluted air, drink polluted water, live in toxic homes 
laden with lead paint, and receive a below standard education-it begs the question if all men are 
created equal if they are not endowed with unalienable rights. Furthermore, lead has been linked 
to lower IQ and lower high school graduation rates which is directly related to their environment 
and a result of a lack of regulation. Ergo, all communities are not created equal and political 
attention is determined by economic and ethnic status. To dismiss cases such as these as mere 
flaws in the judicial system is naivée. People such as agricultural workers are compelled to trade 
a safe working environment for employment. A primary component to stimulate change is 
creating participative justice, where people are guaranteed equal opportunity for consideration in 
decision-making processes. With out it, environmental injustice will continue in low-income 
communities and will consequently be more susceptible to exploitation and marginalization. In 
order to change a government that evinces a design to oppress them, they must first be given a 
voice and a medium to be heard. The intention of this paper was to provide dual images, one is 
the American Dream and the other is the “Invisible” communities; therefore, images will be 
interpreted differently depending on personal perspective but one can not ignore the other. 
Consequently, if these injustices do not effect the lives of the audience, they will not understand. 
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Nevertheless, environmental injustice prevails in low-income communities but is currently left 
under-the-rug of popular cultures to-do list. 
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